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Food and the Irish Short Story Imagination
Anke Klitzing
Klitzing, A. (2021). ‘Food and the Irish Short Story Imagination’. Presented at the Oxford Symposium on Food and
Cookery 2021: Food and Imagination. Oxford, 9-11 July 2021. Oxford, UK.

Irish writers have been drawn to the short story since it developed out of older short fiction forms
such as fairy tales in the nineteenth century, reaching an early peak in Ireland with George
Moore’s The Untilled Field (1903) and James Joyce’s Dubliners (1914). Influenced by French
and Russian short story masters like Chekhov and Maupassant, the form flourished here more
than it did in England, for example.1 Critics have proposed that short fiction thrived in Ireland
because of the long-standing tradition of oral storytelling, which was still vibrant in the
nineteenth century, although it suffered – like many other Irish folk traditions – during the
Famine and its aftermath, fading away even more with the advent of radio and TV.2 However,
Ingman argues that oral tales, focusing on plot, stereotypical flat characters, and repeating motifs
to suit the public performance to an audience, are quite distinct from the modern written short
story.3 At least since Moore and Joyce, Irish short fiction has featured tightly controlled plots
with a single focus and often an emphasis on character and mood. Ingman traces the affinity of
Irish writers for short fiction to its characteristically sharp, focused insights rather than broad
sweeping social panoramas, which suit times of uncertainty, instability, or unfixed identity.
Ireland’s history of the last 150 years has been marked by upheavals, repeated searches
for identity, and often a fragmented community. The Great Famine decimated the population,
especially in the rural and coastal areas of the West, taking with it also folk traditions and
knowledge. The nineteenth-century Celtic Revival prompted the quest for a pre-colonial Irish
identity; however, rooted in an intellectual, mostly urban middle class it failed to thoroughly
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connect with contemporary rural Gaelic communities. Meanwhile, Anglo-Irish landowners felt
alienated and threatened through land reforms and rising nationalism. The struggle for
independence brought the revolutionary nationalist streak to the fore, but the subsequent civil
war undermined the social unity of newly independent Ireland. Neutrality in World War II and
decades of protectionism and social conservatism isolated Ireland from much of Europe in the
mid-twentieth century; the 1970s saw both the entry to the European Community for the Irish
republic and the Troubles in Northern Ireland. The 1980s were characterized by economic
recession and a flush of Catholic fervour after Pope John Paul II visited in 1979. The Celtic
Tiger brought a boost of confidence from the mid-1990s onwards, but also the new experience of
net immigration and a growing multicultural population. The stranglehold of the Catholic church
was broken at the turn of the millennium by a series of harrowing scandals, and a period of social
liberation followed, allowing different identities to find their voices. The Good Friday
Agreement of 1998 relies on the acceptance of a multitude of identities within the same social
space. The recession from 2008 onwards again posed questions of community cohesion and
solidarity between those who benefitted from the boom years – some through corruption – and
those who were passed by. In a society in flux such as Irish society has been in for over a
century, a form of literature like the short story that allows flashes of insight is well-suited to
capture and reflect liminal identities and social dynamics as they emerge or disappear.

Gastrocriticism
What role, then, does food play in the Irish short story imagination? This paper takes a
gastrocritical approach to investigate this question. Gastrocriticism is an emerging form of
literary criticism focused on human relationships with each other and to the natural world
through food. It investigates not only the symbolic and rhetorical use of food and foodways in
literary texts, but also meaning and context – social, historical, political, or other – of their
2

material or embodied appearance, thus becoming a useful quasi-ethnographic tool for the study
of foodways and culinary traditions.4 Fields such as food history, sociology, folklore, and
cultural studies offer a complex understanding of food and foodways, and the gastrocritical
approach explores how these meanings are refracted in literary writing.
Representations of foodways in literature may be part of the setting, the background and
‘props’ to the action. This gives a text verisimilitude, which is of particular importance in realist
fiction. It has been much commented that food and foodways are rich in meaning in real life –
Appadurai calls food a ‘highly condensed social fact’.5 These layers of meaning translate via
representations of food into the meaning of the literary text, making the culinary sign a valuable
tool for writers, while inversely also conveying insights into the extra-textual reality. At times,
foodways are more densely woven into the fabric of the text and drive the plot, sustain tension,
or define characters.6 The action is moved forward when characters meet and new characters are
introduced at meal occasions; also, foodways may chronicle the passing of time.7 Food
preferences and habits of a character can speak to their social and economic status, worldview
and state of mind; through interactions around food, protagonists’ affection for each other – or
lack thereof – can be succinctly illustrated.
Food representations may provide metaphors, metonymy, similes, or symbols.8 More broadly,
they may provide a theme to the text. Specifically food-related themes include hunger,
nourishment, feeding, growth and harvest, communion, appetite, taste, or pleasure. Texts may
express emotions, values, or the social status of the author through food and foodways. A text
may also exhibit what Jakobson calls the conative function, when it is intended to have a
physical, psychological or behavioural effect on the reader.9 Many literary representations of
foodways are quite literally mouth-watering. Multi-sensory descriptions of food create vivid
images, stimulating a sense of pleasure or indeed appetite. This visceral effect also works in the
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opposite direction, evoking disgust and horror, either simply for the thrill of it or as a call to civic
action.
Genres are categories of text that provoke and meet expectations of format, characters,
settings; even plot, mood, or message. In the short story, an important characteristic is the
achievement of effects through compression, suggestion, and implication. Epiphanies are also a
quintessential element. The multi-layered meanings of food representations prove a useful tool in
this case once more.

The Stories
Five stories from the newly published anthology The Art of the Glimpse: 100 Irish Short Stories
(2020) were selected for gastrocritical analysis, as they featured food and foodways in a
particularly significant way.10 They span almost the entire time period of the collection, from
1880 to 2012. Rosa Mulholland’s ‘The Hungry Death’, first published in Dickens’ All the Year
Round in 1880, depicts the Irish Famine as it befalls a West Irish island community. The story
focuses on a love triangle and ends with Brigid sacrificing herself by giving her last morsels of
food to the starving rival. Daniel Corkery’s ‘The Awakening’ (1929) tells of a young fisherman
who is about to inherit his father’s fishing boat and profession. In Emma Cooke’s ‘A Family
Occasion’ (1980), grown siblings meet over tea and cake and reflect on the different paths of
their lives, as one of the sisters of the Protestant family married a Catholic and is now in thrall to
the doctrines of the Catholic church. Maeve Binchy uses a dinner party in ‘Holland Park’ (1983)
to showcase the epiphany of the narrator that she is in love with her female friend. Éilís Ní
Dhuibhne’s ‘Literary Lunch’ (2012) takes a rather sinister turn, as a spurned author shoots the
chairman of the arts board after the latter’s sumptuous lunch. Food – or beverages – fulfil a range
of functions in these stories, providing a setting but also sketching out character and
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relationships, providing plot twists, expressing the authors’ views, and even involving us, the
readers.

The Hungry Death
The story illuminates the socio-economic situation on the island of Inishbofin before and during
the Famine of 1845-49. The first, pre-Famine, part shows the precarious situation of a
community already familiar with ‘the hungry death’ (527) whenever inclement weather disrupts
the potato crop, makes the fishing scarce, and interrupts the lifeline of the supply boat from the
mainland. Eating seaweed for sustenance is not unfamiliar to the islanders who predict the need
for it based on the weather and have opinions on its taste. Fishing brings its own challenges, as
fishermen regularly perish. Emigration is a fact of life. The second part, describing the Famine in
full force, shines a light on the individual suffering often hidden behind statistics. It shows
solidarity, charity, kindness, loyalty, but also baser emotions. Coll struggles to bring a bag of
maize meal from the harbour to Moya’s cabin, as desperate people try to arouse his pity and
obtain a share:
Hard work I had to carry it from the beach, for the eyes o’ the creatures is like
wolves’ eyes, an’ I thought the longin’ o’ them would have dragged it out o’ my
hands (541).

Here, for once, the author acknowledges the de-humanising aspect of starvation, as she likens the
starving to ‘creatures’ and wolves. It is notable though how strongly she otherwise affirms the
persistent humanity even of the most desperate. There are no vivid descriptions of food in the
text, apart from the ‘rank-looking’ (540) seaweed, but it could be argued that the graphic
descriptions of starving people, which have been called macabre,11 aim to rouse sympathy, pity,
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even horror in the reader. This is particularly effective since the people are never fully
disenfranchised of their humanity.
The food items appearing in the narrative fit the time and place. It would have been common
in nineteenth-century rural Ireland to produce one’s own potatoes, to have chickens and a cow
for milk, butter, and buttermilk. Wheat would be nearly impossible to cultivate on Inishbofin due
to the meagre soils and wet climate, so flour is bought, along with tea and sugar. Crucially,
Brigid also buys ‘a sack of meal’ (529) at the store, and ‘meal’ features prominently as the only
food still available when the potatoes rot. It is ‘meal’ that Coll and Moya try to feed to the dying
mother and that Brigid distributes among the starving, eventually saving Moya from the brink of
death. The ‘meal’ in question is maize or ‘Indian’ meal, imported into Ireland to fill subsistence
gaps from the early 1800s and in considerable amounts during the Famine.12 As the Famine hits,
the islanders persevere ‘on a mess of Indian meal once a day, mingled with such edible seaweed
as they could gather off the rocks’ (539).
Food and foodways are central to the action, particularly in the second part. The search for
food drives Coll and Moya about the island; similarly for Brigid’s charitable distribution. Food is
strongly linked to nature in the text. The struggle to win sustenance from land and sea is everpresent. When the potato blight hits the island, combined with prolonged bad weather and
storms, nature is described as a strong and merciless power: ‘Earth and sea alike barren and
pitiless to their needs’ (539). The storms are equally overwhelming as they destroy boats and
fishing gear and prevent the provisions boat arriving from Galway. The main conflict in the
second part is between humans and nature, rather than each other. For Brigid, though, food
embodies a conflict with herself. The ‘han’ful o’ male [meal] at the bottom o’ the bag’ (542)
becomes the crucible in which she faces her dark feelings, her jealousy, and even hatred of
Moya, but it also leads her to overcome those feelings, to reach forgiveness to the point of
sacrifice. Fischler points out that sharing food turns eating from a mere physiological act into a
6

spiritual one.13 The reliance on a boat to bring vital provisions, the devastation of the Famine due
to a near-total reliance on the potato, and other details are specifically local to a Western Irish
island community, but other forces that shape the story such as pride, love, jealousy, or gratitude
are universal. Due to the background of the Famine, it is food that throws these universal human
traits into sharp relief. The story may be understood as an early specimen of the modern short
story – it still shows several characteristics of a tale, with its focus on plot; characters with a
touch of the formulaic in the flaming red-haired beauty of Brigid, the tall, handsome male hero,
and the innocent wisp of a girl that needs saving; and motifs such as stormy nights, swamps, and
love triangles. However, the narrative allows for modern literary traits such as character
development and insights into the protagonists’ interior life.

The Awakening
Corkery’s ‘The Awakening’ is a realist story, and setting, time, and status markers are all given
through food. The story opens as the protagonist wakes to participate in the night’s mackerel
fishing. After the catch and a communal meal, the boat leisurely returns to the harbour to land
the fish. Foodways appear in two fundamental ways. On the one hand, food work (fishing) is the
setting and prime activity. As their livelihood, it shapes the individual and communal identity of
the protagonists. On the other hand, there is the meal, which consists of ‘good food’ and ‘close
companionship’ (151). The companionship is emphasized again elsewhere in the story, when
Ivor repeatedly speaks of the ‘real families’ (148, 150) of the men who were sleeping on land,
indicating another type of family, on the boat. Similar to a so-called ‘family meal’ in a
restaurant, the boat ‘family’ eats together, bonding over food. They eat boiled fish and potatoes
(150), a simple yet nutritionally complete and typical meal.
7

The story gives insights into the material and social realities of the life and work of a young
Munster fisherman in the early twentieth century. It illustrates the fishermen’s occupational
identity,14 including their standing with other community members and the community as a
whole; their relationships as boat crews in terms of solidarity, hierarchy, roles, responsibilities;
matters of authority, ownership and inheritance; also superstition or prejudice, for example about
accepting a stranger as a crew member. The meal shines a light on some of these matters,
companionship but also hierarchies as the cabin boy cooks and cleans while the captain does not
partake in the conversation.
The fishing is vividly rendered, the ‘dripping, fish-laden’ (146), ‘fish-spangled net’ (147); the
darkness and intermittent ‘flakes of wet brightness’, where flying drips are caught in lamp light;
the mackerel appearing like a ‘flight of shining steel-bright daggers’ (147). These descriptions
are attractive to the reader but also to Ivor who finds himself enamoured with the work, the
companionship, and the thought of running the boat himself. This is his titular ‘awakening’, and
the epiphany of the story. Visceral descriptions of food and foodways invoke the conative
function, and it is no different here. Multiple senses are employed to describe the work of fishing
– wet drips, bright flakes, shining daggers, the clanking of the windlass, the movement of the
boat, the smell of smoke and food, the heat of the warm hold as they eat. It glamorizes the
fishermen’s work and solicits understanding for the ‘fisherman’s calling’ (149). The story praises
skilled and hard work, family values, loyalty. While fishing is closely linked with nature and the
elements, and the danger of drowning is mentioned twice, nature is not implicated as an
opposing force. Even Ivor’s father’s drowning is presented impassively; rather, Captain Larry’s
loyalty is emphasized. The text chimes with efforts to capture Irish tradition and heritage in the
newly independent country, such as the work of the Irish Folklore Commission that from 1935
recorded a wealth of information on Irish folklore, customs, and heritage. Corkery published
several works on the Irish language and Gaelic tradition, as well as a study of Synge who in turn
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wrote extensively about the Irish peasantry and was involved in the collection of folklore.15
Indeed, the story resonates with Synge’s writings, several of which are set in coastal
communities, albeit in the West of Ireland.

A Family Occasion
The foods offered at the afternoon tea gathering of the siblings links the story to Ireland. The
drink is tea; eaten are (store-bought) ‘iced fancies’ (138), sponge sandwich cake, and homemade
potato cakes. The story revolves around family interaction, inter-religious marriage, and
women’s reproductive rights, but the setting is a food occasion, and a key point of the back story,
the meeting of the inter-religious couple, also revolves around food – a meat sandwich that
Catholic Seamus accidentally consumes on a Friday, which is a taboo for him. The stroke of
midnight turned the meat-containing sandwich from a food to a non-food, an ‘offending
sandwich’ (144). Seamus’ dismay at his transgression underlines his strong Catholic beliefs:
‘[Beattie] turned round to find Seamus standing staring at a sandwich as if it was about to
explode’ (144), and later, he looked at her ‘in horror’ (144). The incident provides the first
interaction and indeed meeting of Protestant Beattie and Seamus, and had it not happened,
neither might the marriage. Beattie alludes to the significance of the sandwich, saying it was ‘a
joke that she had kept to herself,’ but that ‘in the end, it hadn’t been funny after all’ (144). While
the incident is only remembered and not part of the story action, it can be seen as the story’s
epiphany. The meat sandwich embodies conflict within Beattie – not at the time but now, as her
once treasured memory is a reminder of her bondage to the Catholic doctrine prohibiting
contraception that burdens her with many children.
Some food in the story may be read symbolically. When Beattie reflects on how nothing in
the family home ever changes, she focuses on a chocolate egg, ‘a present from cousins in
9

America’ (141), that has been sitting on the shelf, wrapped in cellophane, untouched, since they
were children. Beattie recalls that she had been ‘wishing and wishing’ (141) that her mother
would allow the children taste it, and she closes with the thought that ‘it must be mouldy by
now’ (141). This is a realistic assumption, but it could be read as something extraordinary that
was never shared and has gone stale and rotten, much like Beattie’s own dreams, stale and
curtailed by the realities of her large family and husband who likes a drink.

Holland Park
In ‘Holland Park’, food is an integral part of the action. The central scene is the dinner at
Malcolm and Melissa’s house, starting with an invitation to the party and going through the
evening from pre-drinks at the narrator’s flat, then aperitif, dinner, dessert, coffee, and more
wine – including an incidence of choking, which can be seen as a form of disordered eating. The
narrator gets a piece of food stuck in her throat, guessing that it was ‘a piece of something exotic,
avocado maybe, anyway something that shouldn’t be in a salad’ (65). The incident is the story’s
epiphany, caused by the shock of recognition of the female narrator’s attraction to her friend
Alice, something that perhaps, in her guilty view, ‘shouldn’t be there’. The choking embodies a
conflict of the narrator with herself, while Alice is strikingly unperturbed and manages to steer
the narrator through the difficulty.
Food and drink are repeatedly used to characterize Malcolm and Melissa through their
interaction in commensal occasions. Malcolm serves generous aperitifs and also pours the coffee
later; Melissa makes everything seem effortless and welcoming, but does not display false
modesty (‘There were no cries of praise and screams of disclaimer from the hostess’ [65]). Also
Jeremy and Jacky, who are organising the following summer’s trip, are characterized by food.
Presumably a gay couple, they are thought to be ‘madly camp’ (67), but when they are suspected
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to be stereotypically overwrought (‘Would they drive everyone mad looking for sprigs of
tarragon in case the pot au feu was ruined?’[67]), Alice, who had put forth this thought, is gently
admonished for ‘typecasting’ (67).
Food supports the impression of reality in the text – dinner parties and holiday taverna visits
are social settings where people meet, and the different stages of the dinner party serve as time
markers. They are also status markers, a display of cultural capital. Expensive now, Holland Park
was quite bohemian in the early 1980s. Cultural capital is exhibited in the choice, preparation,
and presentation of the foods and beverages. These are slightly rustic yet perceived as
sophisticated in their authenticity – the garlic bread is ‘fresh and garlicky’ (65), neither too hard
nor too soggy. The main dish is spaghetti, described as ‘excellent’ as well as ‘mountainous’ (65).
The salad ‘was like an exotic still-life’ (65), alluding to both exoticism and to art. The ice cream
is rich, indulgent, and served in ‘huge helpings’ (66). The text reflects the young intelligentsia of
early 1980s London who ate avocado and were able to make their own hummus, feta and pitta
bread. They eat quasi-ethnic but ‘authentically’-made food, with mildly exotic ingredients such
as a salad with ‘everything in it except lettuce’ (65). The story illustrates the concept of foodies
as later discussed by Johnston and Baumann.16 Exoticism and authenticity feature in many facets
of the chosen foods, and there is the aspect of understated hospitality, of do-it-yourself, unlike
the imagined alternative gourmet evening involving ‘dinner around a mahogany table with lots
of cut-glass decanters, and a Swiss darling to serve it and wash up’ (62). Even the invitation is
kept informal, talking about ‘how many strands of spaghetti to put into the pot’ (61) – pots rarely
feature in dinner party invitation rhetoric, as the kitchen is kept out of sight.
Unusually for fiction, the reader is addressed directly as the narrator declares that Melissa’s
spaghetti was ‘not the kind of spaghetti that you and I would ever make’ (65). The visceral effect
continues in the food descriptions of the dinner scene, specifically the garlic bread, which offers
smell and taste (‘garlicky’ does both) as well as texture. Interestingly, the pasta cooking time is
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mentioned – Melissa seems to be out of the room for only three minutes although, as the narrator
adds, ‘I know it takes at least eight to cook the pasta’ (65). While the actual time span may be
different than perceived, underlining the hospitality skills of the hostess, the narrator is trying to
reclaim a little cultural/culinary capital herself by showing that she knows how to cook spaghetti.

A Literary Lunch
This is the story of two lunches, contrasted in affluence and abundance. The meals show time
passing through the various courses and offer a rich backdrop for the story. While some of the
setting is specific and real, such as street names, other aspects are invented or semi-invented.
There has never been a bistro at Dublin’s Usher’s Island, but the photographic mural described
does exist at an outdoor location further down the river Liffey. The nearly-real locations serve to
anchor the story without claims to actual truth. Food and drink also provide period markers, for
example through specifying wine vintages.
The choice of foods and eating establishments indicate the social and financial status of the
protagonists. The coffeeshop where Francie has his lunch of a baguette sandwich with tuna,
sweetcorn, and coleslaw is described as a ‘cold little kip’17 (554). The art board members’ choice
of Gabriel’s Bistro indicates a certain level of taste, cultural capital, and snobbery. It trumps their
usual choice, a hotel restaurant with a slightly outdated feel and menu (‘alarming starched
tablecloths and fantails of melon’ (551). The bistro, on the other hand, has a ‘clever ironic way’
(552) that shows in its interior, for example the table set up to mirror a mural of the Last Supper,
which in itself can be regarded as ironic as it is said to depict ‘typical Dubliners eating’ (551).
Irony also appears in the menu, which lists gourmet foods such as truffles beside hearty dishes
like bangers and mash, and the etiquette: ‘Put your elbows on the table, have a good time’ (551).
This ‘irony’ can be best appreciated through high cultural capital, as it requires an understanding
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of what to expect, why the expectation was reversed, and why the reversal of the expectation is
arguably more luxurious and sophisticated despite looking the opposite. Cultural capital is not
directly tied to financial capital, but indirectly it is, as its acquisition – like becoming a wine
connoisseur – often requires money. The board members are not necessarily wealthy – Pam is a
writer, for example – but their talent or social capital have led them to be included on the board,
which means they can eat and drink expensive victuals gratuitously.
The Last Supper appears repeatedly as a motif. The photographic mural is mimicked and
mirrored by the layout of the restaurant, and further echoed when the chairman seats himself in
the middle and the others to his right and left, divided by gender. The board lunch turns out to be
Alan’s ‘last supper,’ as he is shot upon leaving the restaurant. In this analogy, Pamela, the new
board member, turns out to be Alan’s ‘Judas’, although unlike the original Judas, the betrayal
may not have been intentional. Francie’s text to Pam that says: ‘Each man kills the thing he
loves…some do it with a kiss’ is another allusion to Judas and his kiss of betrayal.
The lunch at Gabriel’s embodies the excesses of the Celtic Tiger era, which witnessed
corruption and the nefarious acquisition of wealth at the expense of fellow citizens, a dynamic
symbolized in the relationship between Francie and the board. The board members drink
copiously and eat sumptuous, expensive dishes, with the exception of the ‘soup of the day’ that
one of the women orders. The eventual bill of €1200 does not perturb the chairman. Gluttony
implicates eating in excess while others are starving. Francie is not physically starving, although
his sandwich is remarkable neither in quality nor gastronomic satisfaction. However, he is
starving metaphorically, consistently excluded from a share of the funding pie as well as
recognition, while the board wallows in both, and in never-ending ‘meetings and lunches,
receptions and launches’ (553). This is Pam’s first such lunch. When Alan is annoyed with her,
he vows to ensure it is ‘her first and her last supper’ (556). The commensality at the meal at
Gabriel’s is an exclusive one – literally, as only board members are invited, but also
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metaphorically, as some people were not ‘invited’ to participate in the spoils of the Celtic Tiger.
It is a localized experience, but it speaks to wider human experiences of access and power, of
social, financial and cultural capital, of frustration and desperation.

Conclusion
The recent publication of a new anthology of Irish short stories, spanning from 1880 to 2020,
speaks to the continuing popularity of the genre in Ireland. While the form has seen different
trends during the past 140 years – realist, gothic, visionary, modernist, or fantastical stories,
written by a diverse cast of authors – it remains a format appreciated by new and established
Irish authors to reflect and question social dynamics and identities. A gastrocritical reading of
selected stories from the collection has shown that through the years, food and foodways have
served as valuable tools for Irish short story writers. Food and foodways have provided setting
and context, themes and symbols, plot points, conflicts and characterisation. They have
expressed loyalty, sacrifice, and humanity; showcased pride in traditional work; captured the
oppressiveness of religious doctrine; traced growing sexual self-awareness; and embodied social
inequality. As a rich culinary sign, food has also been employed to furnish the quintessential
short story epiphanies, allusions, and implications. Throughout its prolific history, food and
foodways have always nourished the Irish short story imagination.
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